ABSTRACr In a group of 23 patients with histologically confirmed malignant mesothelioma of the pleura who could not recall exposure to asbestos dust, survival was significantly longer than in a group of 83 patients with known exposure. Asbestos bodies were found by a quantitative method significantly less frequently in the unexposed than in the exposed group. The longer survival of patients without known exposure could not be correlated with any significant difference in the histological cell types of the tumours from those of exposed patients. In the 83 patients with known exposure survival did not relate to duration of exposure. Consequently, although the tumours of patients unable to recall exposure may be caused by unrecognised environmental contamination with asbestos dust, the longer survival of these patients would suggest a different aetiology.
Malignant mesothelioma of the pleura is widely accepted as being frequently associated with a clinical history of exposure to asbestos dust, as reported in 1960 by Wagner et al. ' The proportion of men with pleural mesothelioma who have known asbestos exposure is generally 50-75% in European and North American series.23 In some cases of histologically confirmed mesothelioma, however, past occupational asbestos exposure can be eliminated, and there is no pathological evidence of exposure.3-6 We have compared the clinical and pathological features of patients with known asbestos dust exposure and of patients unable to recall exposure to determine whether the apparent difference in aetiology is reflected in any other differences.
Patients and methods
We sought clinical and pathological differences between cases of malignant mesothelioma of the pleura where a history of asbestos dust exposure had been confirmed and those where it had been denied.
We had previously compiled a series of 115 cases of pleural mesothelioma after re-examination of sections of histological material (generally from thoracotomy or postmortem specimens), and asbestos bodies (that is, "occasional" and "numerous") showed a similar significantly increasing trend through the exposure groups.
Discussion
We first reported evidence of longer survival in patients who could not recall exposure to asbestos dust than in patients with known exposure in a smaller series of patients with mesothelioma in 1980.10 Hirsch et al have recently made the same observation in a series of 17 exposed and 10 unexposed 
